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A commentary on 

Why self-control seems (but may not be) 
limited 

by Inzlicht, M., Schmeichel, B. J., and 
Macrae, C. N. (2014). Trends Cogn. Sci. 18, 
127-133. doi: 10.10Wj.tics.2013. 12.009 

It has been consistently demonstrated that 
people tend to perform more poorly on 
subsequent self-control tasks after com- 
pleting an initial task that requires them 
to exert self-control (Hagger et al., 2010; 
Hagger and Chatzisarantis, 2014). The 
predominant explanation of such deple- 
tion effect claims that self-control taxes 
a limited resource that becomes drained 
with use (Muraven and Baumeister, 2000). 
Inzlicht and colleagues recently chal- 
lenged the resource model by question- 
ing the necessity and sufficiency of the 
resource metaphor for explaining self- 
control (Inzlicht et al., 2014). Instead, 
they presented a non-resource based pro- 
cess model. According to this model, self- 
control failure due to initial exertion is less 
about resource depletion but more about 
the motivated switching of task priorities 
from "have-to" and labor goals to "want- 
to" and leisure goals. We applaud such 
advance as the new account not only is 
evolutionarily and biologically more plau- 
sible but also can accommodate recent 
findings that are incompatible with the 
resource model (Inzlicht and Schmeichel, 
2012; Inzlicht et al., 2014). However, we 
argue that the motivation-shift mecha- 
nism emphasized by the process model 



alone is not sufficient for explaining self- 
control depletion. A parallel cognitive 
adaptation mechanism must also be taken 
into account. 

From a cognitive control perspective, 
the depletion effect is nothing mysterious 
but can be considered as a phenomenon 
similar to "switch costs" (Kiesel et al., 
2010). The cognitive system is evolved to 
be able to actively adapt to given demands 
and buffer against situational changes. 
However, the inevitable cost is a reduced 
flexibility to promptly switch to a new 
demand. In a situation requiring consec- 
utive exertion of effort, the control pro- 
cesses being recruited to adapt to the first 
self-control task would linger and hinder 
adaptation to the subsequent self-control 
task that requires different control pro- 
cesses (Botvinick et al., 2001; Dewitte et al., 
2009). For example, if a dieting person is 
asked to control intake of palatable but 
unhealthy food after having performed 
emotion regulation, the recruitment of 
control processes for resisting temptation 
would be impeded as the control system is 
still geared toward regulating emotions. 

The first implication of this reconcep- 
tualization is that engaging in a first self- 
control task could facilitate, rather than 
impair, self-control success in the second 
task when these two tasks require simi- 
lar control processes because the control 
processes needed in the second task are 
already activated, as both experimental 
studies (Dewitte et al., 2009) and ecolog- 
ical momentary assessment (EMA) studies 
(O'Connell et al, 2008) have attested. 



The second implication is that even if 
the control processes on which the two 
consecutive tasks rely are different, allow- 
ing respondents sufficient time to adapt to 
the task demands would cancel the deple- 
tion effect. Consistent with this implica- 
tion, recent research showed that adapting 
to either the first task (Dang et al., 2013) 
or the second task (Barutchu et al., 2013) 
removed the depletion effect without rest 
or additional motivation. Further, there 
was also evidence showing a negative cor- 
relation between the adaptation level and 
the depletion effect even when the time for 
adaptation was limited, such that the more 
respondents adapted to the first task, the 
less errors they made on the second task 
(Dang etal, 2013). 

The third implication suggests fac- 
tors that can reduce switch costs would 
help to overcome self-control depletion. 
It has been demonstrated that posi- 
tive affect, which could enhance flexi- 
bility of switching to new cognitive sets 
by directing attention to novel informa- 
tion (Dreisbach and Goschke, 2004), suc- 
cessfully neutralized the depletion effect 
(Wenzel et al, 2013). In the meantime, 
preparation is also critical for attenuating 
switch cost (Kiesel et al., 2010). Studies 
have shown that adapting to a series of 
self-control tasks could counterintuitively 
offset the depletion effect because the 
requirement of continuous exertion would 
help respondents get more prepared for 
switching to the following demanding task 
(Converse and Deshon, 2009; Xiao et al., 
in press). 
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Since these findings can hardly be 
reconciled with the motivation-shift 
mechanism, we argue that the cognitive 
adaptation mechanism addresses another 
unique feature of self-control depletion 
and parallels the motivation-shift mecha- 
nism. Finding out how these two processes 
interact with each other during consecu- 
tive exertion is an important question for 
future research. We suggest both the inter- 
ference of the lingered control processes 
after initial exertion and the decreased 
motivation to engage in further effortful 
work contribute to impaired performance 
on the subsequent task. At the same time, 
there is also a competition between the 
adaptation process and the motivational 
process such that successful adaptation, 
either to the initial or to the following 
task, would gradually reduce the role of 
motivation-shift as adaptation attenu- 
ates the aversiveness of effort exertion 
that necessitates the motivated switching 
of task priorities (Inzlicht et al., 2014), 
thus helping to overcome self-control 
depletion without recurring to additional 
motivation. 

REFERENCES 

Barutchu, A., Carter, O., Hester, R., and Levy, 
N. (2013). Strength in cognitive self-regulation. 
Front. Psychol. 4:174. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2013. 
00174 

Botvinick, M. M., Braver, T. S., Barch, D. M., 
Carter, C. S., and Cohen, J. D. (2001). Conflict 
monitoring and cognitive control. Psychol. 



Rev. 108, 624-652. doi: 10.1037/0033-295X. 
108.3.624 

Converse, P. D., and Deshon, R. P. (2009). A tale of two 
tasks: reversing the self-regulatory resource deple- 
tion effect. /. Appl. Psychol. 94, 1318-1324. doi: 
10.1037M0014604 

Dang, J., Dewitte, S., Mao, L., Xiao, S., and Shi, Y. 

(2013) . Adapting to an initial self-regulatory task 
cancels the ego depletion effect. Conscious. Cogn. 
22, 816-821. doi: 10.1016/j.concog.2013.05.005 

Dewitte, S., Bruyneel, S., and Geyskens, K. (2009). 
Self-regulating enhances self-regulation in sub- 
sequent consumer decisions involving similar 
response conflicts. /. Consum. Res. 36, 394-405. 
doi: 10.1086/598615 

Dreisbach, G., and Goschke, T. (2004). How positive 
affect modulates cognitive control: reduced per- 
severation at the cost of increased distractibility. 
/. Exp. Psychol. Learn. Mem. Cogn. 30, 343-353. 
doi: 10.1037/0278-7393.30.2.343 

Hagger, M. S., and Chatzisarantis, N. L. D. (2014). 
It is premature to regard the ego depletion effect 
as "too incredible." Front. Psychol. 5:298. doi: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00298 

Hagger, M. S., Wood, C, Stiff, C, and Chatzisarantis, 
N. L. D. (2010). Ego depletion and the strength 
model of self-control: a meta-analysis. Psychol. 
Bull. 136, 495-525. doi: 10.1037/a0019486 

Inzlicht, M., and Schmeichel, B. J. (2012). What is ego 
depletion? Toward a mechanistic revision of the 
resource model of self-control. Perspect. Psychol. 
Sci. 7, 450-463. doi: 10.1177/1745691612454134 

Inzlicht, M., Schmeichel, B. J., and Macrae, C. N. 

(2014) . Why self-control seems (but may not 
be) limited. Trends Cogn. Sci. 18, 127-133. doi: 
10.1016/j.tics.2013.12.009 

Kiesel, A., Steinhauser, M., Wendt, M., Falkenstein, 
M., Jost, K., Philipp, A. M., et al. (2010). Control 
and interference in task switching. Psychol. Bull. 
136, 849-874. doi: 10.1037/a0019842 

Muraven, M., and Baumeister, R. F. (2000). Self- 
regulation and depletion of limited resources: does 



Self-control depletion is more than motivational switch 



self-control resemble a muscle? Psychol. Bull. 126, 
247-259. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.126.2.247 

O'Connell, K. A., Schwartz, J. E., and Shiffman, S. 
(2008). Do resisted temptations during smok- 
ing cessation deplete or augment self-control 
resources? Psychol. Addict. Behav. 22, 486-495. doi: 
10.1037/0893-164X.22.4.486 

Wenzel, M., Conner, T. S., and Kubiak, T. (2013). 
Understanding the limits of self-control: posi- 
tive affect moderates the impact of task switch- 
ing on consecutive self-control performance. 
Eur. J. Soc. Psychol. 43, 175-184. doi: 10.1002/ 
ejsp.1936 

Xiao, S., Dang, J., Mao, L., and Liljedahl, S. (in press). 
When more depletion offsets the ego depletion 
effect. Soc. Psychol, doi: 10.1027/1864-9335/ 
a00019 

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare 
that the research was conducted in the absence of any 
commercial or financial relationships that could be 
construed as a potential conflict of interest. 

Received: 12 July 2014; accepted: 05 August 2014; 
published online: 25 August 2014. 
Citation: Dang }, Xiao S and Dewitte S (2014) Self- 
control depletion is more than motivational switch 
from work to fun: the indispensable role of cognitive 
adaptation. Front. Psychol 5:933. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg. 
2014.00933 

This article was submitted to Personality and Social 
Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in 
Psychology. 

Copyright © 2014 Dang, Xiao and Dewitte. This is an 
open-access article distributed under the terms of the 
Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The 
use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is per- 
mitted, provided the original author(s) or licensor are 
credited and that the original publication in this journal 
is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. 
No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which 
does not comply with these terms. 



Frontiers in Psychology | Personality and Social Psychology 



August 2014 | Volume 5 | Article 933 | 2 



